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The National Register
The f ollowing discussion of the National R egister o f Histori c
Places is p resen ted to clea r up s ome commonly voiced misconceptions about
what the National Register actually i s and th e e f f e c t o f l isting a property
on i t .
The National Register is
simply a listing of historic
properties in the United States
and its territories.
Today
this list includes approximate
ly 15,000 properties of which
about 13,500 are individual
items while the remaining 1,500
are historic districts. An in
dividual listing may consist of
a building, such as the First
Alabama Bank on the Square;
a
structure, such as the Redstone
Test Stand;
an object, such as
the Saturn V Space Vehicle;
or
an archeological site.
Historic districts are a
combination of buildings, spaces
or archeological sites that are
important in their totality al
though the components them
selves may not qualify.
His
toric districts are most often
neighborhoods containing a high
concentration of historic build
ings, often dating from approx
imately the same period, that
taken as a group convey a sense
of the period and society that
erected them.
The buildings
constitute the most obvious
resource in a district, but
there are other elements that
are just as important and that
contribute to the ambiance of
the neighborhood.
These can
include the kind of terrain and
the way it was developed, the
size of the building lots and
the placement of the houses on
them, the relationship of the
houses to each other and to

the street, the landscaping,
the presence of parks and other
public spaces, the layout of
the streets, and the relation
ship of the district to the
surrounding areas. These con
siderations describe those
qualities that can give a
neighborhood cohesiveness and
a historical identity worth
preserving.
For this reason,
it is not enough just to pre
serve the buildings in a dis
trict;
the historic setting
must also be respected, because
that is what gives meaning to
the structures. For the same
reason the small modest houses
are as important as the large
mansions:
together they con
vey a sense of the past that
cannot be read from one with
out the other.
The National Register was
established by federal law in
1966 with the stipulation that
it include properties of local
and state significance as well
as those of national importance
This reflected a growing recog
nition that many historic prop
erties that were important
principally to their own com
munities were being cleared for
urban renewal. People were
losing those buildings and
neighborhoods that provided
their own personal, daily iden
tity and sense of history.
Buildings that have signifi
cance for the nation as a whole
such as Mount Vernon, are eli9

gible for the special designa
tion of National Historic Land
mark.
For a property to be eligi
ble for the Register, it must
meet at least one of the fol
lowing four criteria:
1. Be associated with events
or developments--these are
properties that contributed to
the broad patterns of history,
such as industrial, educational
and transportation facilities.
2. Be associated with his
torically significant persons—
these properties are often the
homes of people who had a last
ing impact on local, state or
national history.
3. Be of architectural sig
nificance— this category covers
buildings that represent a spe
cific building type, date from
a specific stylistic period,
are good examples of a type of
construction, or illustrate
the work of a prominent archi
tect, builder, or craftsman.
4. Be potential sources of
information— these properties
are usually archeological sites
but may also include structures
possessing information on build
ing technology..
Additional considerations
are the building's age and its
physical condition. As a rule,
a property must be fifty years
old before it is considered
eligible for the National Reg
ister;
however, if it is ob
viously of exceptional signifi
cance, it can be listed much
earlier. A notable local ex
ample is the Saturn V Space
Vehicle:
its place in history
is unquestioned.
Evaluating a property's con
dition is more difficult;
for
a building to survive unaltered
until its significance is rec
ognized can be a tricky matter.
Many buildings undergo repeated
alterations to keep them useful
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and occupied; without altera
tions, they are often consider
ed obsolete and then razed.
However, to qualify for the
Register, a property should not
have lost those features that
locate it in time and place.
Its association with the period
of its significance should still
be readily apparent.
Proper
ties that have been moved from
their original site will only
be considered if their import
ance derives from some distinc
tion that was not destroyed by
the move.
There are two other types of
National Register nominations,
besides the individual property
and the historic district, that
should be mentioned.
One is
the thematic group nomination,
which is a finite group of re
sources related to one another
in a clearly definable way— an
example of this might be a nom
ination for all the extant
buildings designed by a promi
nent architect.
The second
type is a multiple resource
nomination.
This is a method
of nominating at one time all
the individual properties,
sites, and historic districts
within a specific area.
(A
multiple resource nomination
for the commercial properties
of downtown Huntsville is now
under review in Washington.)
This does not create an histor
ic district;
it merely provides
for many individual properties
and historic districts to be
listed with one application.
Listing on the National Reg
ister provides formal recogni
tion that the property is of
significance and has historic
and/or architectural value to
the community, and possibly the
state and nation.
Such listing
does not protect it from alter
ations or from demolition by a
private owner.
The only direct
protection the National Regis

ter provides is from FEDERALLY
funded, licensed or assisted
projects.
If a property is
threatened by such a project,
the federal agency involved
must allow the Advisory Council
on Historic Preservation to
comment before the project pro
ceeds. This has proved to be
a successful deterent in many
cases.
However, there are several
tax incentives available to
owners who preserve and reha
bilitate National Register
properties.
The Tax Reform Act
of 1976 and the Revenue Act of
1978 provide tax advantages for
approved rehabilitations of
depreciable properties, and the
former contains a tax penalty
for demolition and new construc
tion.
The State of Alabama has
created an additional incentive
for preservation by providing
a property tax reduction of 50%
for depreciable properties
listed on the Register.
In addition, Register list
ing makes properties eligible
for matching grants-in-aid from
the Department of the Interior.
These grants are allocated by
the states— in Alabama by the
Alabama Historical Commission.
However several states includ
ing Alabama award these grants
only to public agencies and
non-profit groups, not to in
dividuals .
Listing on the Register im
plies no federal controls on
owners other than those just
discussed.
However many his
toric districts do have design
controls imposed on them at the
local level.
These design re
view boards can be established
by city ordinance for the pur
pose of maintaining the histor
ic character of the neighbor
hood, but they operate indepen
dently of the National Register.

The National Register Office
is a part of the newly organ
ized Heritage Conservation and
Recreation Service (HCRS) of
the Department of the Interior.
Its programs are administered
in each state by a State His
toric Preservation Officer
(SHPO) appointed by the gover
nor.
In Alabama the state agency charged with overseeing
the National Register and other
preservation programs is the
Alabama Historical Commission
in Montgomery.
The Huntsville
Planning Department works
closely with the state Histor
ical Commission staff and can
often handle preservation and
National Register requests at
the local level.
National Register nomina
tions may be initiated by any
interested citizen.
The com
pleted form is reviewed by the
SHPO's staff and by the Histor
ical Commission before it is
signed by the SHPO and forward
ed to the National Register
Office in Washington for final
review and listing.
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DESIGN REVIEW/ continued
toric and architectural charac
ter of the area will be permit
ted. This encourages people to
invest in improving their prop
erty in a manner appropriate to
a common purpose and plan.
In
effect, it safeguards the prop
erty owner who restores his
property because he knows that
his neighbor must also meet the
same guidelines.
Design review
protects and enhances a neigh
borhood by halting construction
plans and practices that would
prove detrimental to its value.
The result is that design re
view gradually raises the aes
thetic and historic qualities
of the district— as well as the
property values.
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